
adult American Goldfinches captured at two inland New 
Jersey sites were analyzed and compared with data 
from the literature. Males in both data sets were signifi- 
cantly heavier and had longer wings than females. 
Goldfinches examined in this study did not completely 
follow the general pattern of beginning migration in a 
fat condition and arriving with little or no fat; although 
the fat condition of spring and fall birds fits the hypoth- 
esis, August birds were at variance. Whether or not the 
birds processed were actually migrants or the result of 
local movements from breeding areas to an over-win- 
tering area is not clear. 
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Age determination of female American Goldfinches 
P, obert P. Yunick 

he usual sources of information on age and sex determination of passerines, such as the Bird 
Banding Manual (1976, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service) 
and M. Wood's A Bird-Bander's Guide to Determining 
Age and Sex of Selected Species (1969, The Pennsyl- 
vania State University, University Park), do not offer 
reliable plumage criteria for determining the age of 
female American Goldfinches (Carduelis tristis] beyond 
the pre-basic molt. However, a technique described by 
L. Svensson (1975, Identification Guide to European 
Passerines, Naturhistoriska Riksmuseet, Stockholm) for 
the closely related European Goldfinch (Carduelis car- 
duelis) appears to apply to male and female American 
Goldfinches. 

Svensson illustrates for many species how the relatively 
pointed shape of the outer two rectrices separates the 
hatching-year/second-year (HY/SY) individuals from 
the after-hatching-year/after-second-year (AHY/ASY) 
individuals whose outer two rectrices are more round- 

ed. In the American Goldfinch, the males are easily 
segregated by their darker flight plumage and the bright 
yellow lesser coverts of the AHY/ASY group and the 
greenish-brown lesser coverts of the HY/SY group. 
Using these covert differences to separate these two 
male age groups, one can learn to recognize the pointed 
rectrix shape of the HY/SY group and the rounded 
shape of the AHY/ASY group, and apply this distinction 
in shape to females following the pre-basic molt. 

Figure 1. Left: Rectrix shape of AHY/ASY American Gold- 
finch after pre-basic molt. I-light: Rectrix shape of HY/SY Am- 
erican Goldfinch after pre-basic molt. Both drawings from 
March specimens. 

The differences in the rectrix shape for the two age 
groups of American Goldfinches are shown in Figure 1. I 
found rectrices two through five to be the most helpful 
for determining this difference in shape. In addition to 
this difference, the more pointed HY/SY rectrices tend 
to show greater wear at the edges in winter and spring 
because they are two to three months older than the 
same plumage of the AHY/ASY group. 
This technique should be attempted only on dry rectri- 
ces which have not been disarranged through capture or 
holding. To insure uniformity of shape, I have found it 
sometimes helpful to gently smooth the dry feathers 
through my thumb and forefinger. 
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